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Collaborations between archives and artists, often seen as artist-in-residency and artist 
fellowship programs, are occurring with increased frequency in archives across the 
United States. Concurrently, little research has been conducted on artists as archive users. 
This exploratory study uses a qualitative, phenomenographic interview approach to 
reflect on the experiences artists had during their respective programs. Through analysis 
of the interviews, three different categories of experiences were identified. Archives were 
experienced by artists as 1) a collection of inspirational records; 2) sites of serendipity; 
and 3) sites of experts. Artists also shared recommendations on how to improve future 
programs. The results of this study attempt to provide insight on artists’ perceptions of 
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Over the past few decades, with increasing frequency in recent years, there has 
been a rise in formal collaborations between archives and artists. These collaborations are 
formal because they take the shape of a structured program. The programs range in title, 
often labeled as an artist-in-residency or creative fellowship, but all involve the artist 
creating artwork as a result of researching the archive’s collections. 
While there is no set formula to these programs, there are typical contours. The 
host institution normally provides the artist with both financial and research support, 
though both could be limited. The programs also span about a year but could be much 
shorter. Goals of the collaboration are specific to the program, but they could culminate 
in a combination of output from the artist, such as exhibition of the final artwork, 
presentation of research and findings, or a reflection of their time at the archive.  
While the trend can be seen globally, particularly in the United Kingdom, this 
study focuses on programs within the United States. Specific programs include, but are 
not limited to:  
1. Artist-in-Residence at the Portland Archives and Records Center in 
Portland, Oregon 
2. Dancing the Archives utilizing the University of Southern California’s 
archives 
3. Artist-in-Residence at the Department of Records and Information 
Services (DORIS) in New York, New York 
4. Artist-in-Residence at the University of Minnesota Libraries’ Archives & 
Special Collections  
5. Artist Residency Program at the International Museum of Surgical Science 
6. Nashville Metro Archives' Audiovisual Heritage Center Artist in 
Residence Program 
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7. Artist-in-Residence at the University of California San Francisco Library 
and Archives 
8. Artist Research Fellowship at The Smithsonian  
9. Barbaralee Diamonstein-Spielvogel Visiting Artist Fellowship at Duke 
University’s David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library 
10. "Where We Belong: Artists in the Archive” project at the South Asian 
American Digital Archive 
 
As indicated, these programs are multiplying. Out of the 10 programs mentioned 
above, 8 had their inaugural program within the last ten years. 6 institutions had programs 
that occurred within the last two years. While the COVID-19 pandemic delayed or halted 
many of these programs, 3 institutions are currently working with an artist or plan to start 
up their programming again in 2022.  
Archives openly view these collaborations as immensely helpful. In a description 
of the Public Artists in Residence (PAIR) program, through which the Artist-in-
Residence at the Department of Records and Information Services (DORIS) came into 
being, they state: 
…artists are creative problem-solvers. They are able to create long-term and 
lasting impact by working collaboratively and in open-ended processes to build 
community bonds, open channels for two-way dialogue, and reimagine realities to 
create new possibilities for those who experience and participate in the work. 
(NYC Cultural Affairs, 2021, para. 2) 
 
To date, there has been little interest in examining these programs from the 
viewpoint of the artist. This deficit necessitates a discussion of how artists experience the 
archive. I have interviewed three artists who each participated in an archive and artist 
collaborative program in an attempt to describe the varying ways that artists experience 
archives. This research was conducted to better understand artists as archive users in the 
hope of creating a more equitable research space.  




In the context of this paper, artists are people who make art and identify as such. 
Logically, it follows that if the archive is hosting an artist-in-residency program, then the 
participant of the program is an artist. If I use the program to identify participants, then 
my participants are artists. However, as this paper aims to bring artists into the discourse 
of archive user, I will briefly define ‘artist’ further. 
In this paper, my focus is on the professional artist as they are most commonly 
accepted for archive programs. Professional artists are defined as artists who make 
artwork as part of or for all of their living. I will also acknowledge the artist as 
professional with a quote by Julia Bryan-Wilson, History of Art professor at the 
University of California, Berkeley, that occurred during a conference debate titled 
“Should Artists Professionalize?”: 
Before I get to the many meanings of the word professionalize, let me also 
emphasize that there is no such thing as a stable, single category of artist. Who are 
these artists that we are talking about? Are they the barely scraping by 
practitioners with adjunct teaching jobs on the side to pay the rent in a nation with 
no state support for the arts? Are they newly graduated art students burdened by 
debt in a country with robust national funding? Are they village artisans 
struggling for survival by organizing collectives to protect their local handicrafts? 
There are so many kinds of activity and so many different identities and so many 
divergent contexts that one could corral under the rubric of artist that it begins to 
fray at the seams. (Collins, 2012, 38:40) 
 
My intention in bringing up this quote is to begin to recenter the artist in the conversation 
of archive and artist collaborations. Artists participate in these programs for a variety of 
reasons, from the professional to the personal. The participants’ artistic identities and 
intentions for participating in the program were not a focus of this research, but in giving 
further context to the term ‘artist’ I hope to complicate the mental impression of artist and 
artist as job.  
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Archive 
The term ‘archive’ has a flexible definition that can apply itself to different 
instances. The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, in a post on their 
website that mashes several texts on archives into a statement and glossary of archival 
terminology, states that the term ‘archive’ can refer to:  
(1) The noncurrent records of an organization or institution preserved because of 
their continuing value; (2) The agency responsible for selecting, preserving, and 
making available records determined to have permanent or continuing value; (3) 
The building in which an archival institution is located. (2016, glossary) 
 
In this paper, I focus on programs where artists use archival material. The 
institution does not have to identify as an archive to have archival material. The scope of 
archival material is defined by the institution. For example, the Artist Residency Program 
at the International Museum of Surgical Science states that artists accepted into the 
program have “access to the Museum’s extensive collections and archive” (International 
Museum of Surgical Science, n.d., about). While the International Museum of Surgical 
Science is not an archive in the explicit sense, it contains archival material.  
I was aware of the multiplicity of the term as well as it’s specialized meaning for 
this paper while interviewing the participants. Therefore, the definition of archive 





Artists and Archives 
Artists have shown engagement with archives. Carbone (2017), in a study on 
artists, memory, and archives, states that artistic engagement with archives is “not new” 
and that over the past twenty years, artists have shown an ‘archival turn’, or: 
A turning towards the archives as a site (institution, source, practice, concept or 
subject) of enquiry and intervention, the increased use of records in art-making 
processes, and, the movement of records into and through art production, display, 
circulation, consumption and exchange. (pp. 100-101) 
 
Reinforcing Carbone, there exists a plethora of contemporary literature on artists working 
with archives. This includes but is not limited to: Bracha (2013) addressing artists 
creatively reinterpreting visual evidence of the Holocaust found in film archives; 
Enwezor (2008) expounding on photography as archival record while introducing an 
exhibition on the topic; Schaffner and Winzen (1998) documenting the exhibition and 
project Deep Storage with accompanying essays on topics such as archive as artistic 
strategy; and Spieker (2008) diving into the connections between the bureaucratic archive 
and twentieth-century art.  
Artists critically engage with archives as artistic practice. One characteristic of 
artists that gave rise to lengthy discourse in the art world is the archival impulse. As 
established by Hal Foster (2004), an archival impulse is “artistic practice as an 
idiosyncratic probing into particular figures, objects, and events in modern art, 
philosophy, and history” (p. 3). When at its most transformative, the archival impulse is 
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seen as making “historical information, often lost or displaced, physically present” (2004, 
p. 4). In this way, the artist takes on the role of archivist. But instead of simply managing 
records, they focus on recovering and reactivating memory through the records.    
Highlighting this further, Carbone (2017) states that artists “interrogate the 
archive as trope for what is remembered or forgotten in society or as a concept to signify 
a kind of discourse, manifestation of power, knowledge, agency or representation of 
identity” (p. 101).  
Artists are utilizing archival material in their creative processes to reinterpret the 
past, present, and future. This is particularly salient when it comes to communities that 
have been excluded and silenced by the dominant historical narratives (namely, white 
supremacy) archives both espouse and protect. For example, in a dialogue between Julia 
Bryan-Wilson and the filmmaker Cheryl Dunye (2013) on the imaginary archives created 
for Dunye’s film The Watermelon Woman, Dunye says that the fabricated material 
archives were “part necessity and part invention” (p. 83). Dunye searched for archival 
material to use in the film at several archives, including the Lesbian Herstory Archive 
and the Library of Congress, but couldn’t find material that spoke to all sides of her main 
character, Fae Richards, a Black, lesbian Hollywood movie star of the 1930s. So, Dunye 
staged the photos she needed for the film, creating a Fae Richards Photo Archive, 1993-
96, that has since been acquired by the Whitney Museum of American Art. Navigating a 
gap in archival material around Black, queer women, Dunye created imaginary ephemera 
that then became real ephemera.   
Likewise, Thenjiwe Niki Nkosi and Pamela Phatsimo Sunstrum (2014) also used 
artistic practice to speak to a gap in representation within the colonialist narrative of the 
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archive. In their residency at the Iwalewahaus African Art Archive at the University of 
Bayreuth, Germany, African artists Nkosi and Sunstrum recontextualized archival 
material through a multimedia anti-opera titled DISRUPTERS, THIS IS DISRUPTER X. 
Nkosi and Sunstrum transformed the lost or disconnected history of the objects they 
found by weaving an imaginary narrative and physically grounding it through stage and 
performance. Specifically linking their project to Afro-futurism, they stated that “the 
source for creating alternative future stories is the past. By writing ourselves into stories 
and rewriting ‘histories’ where we ourselves are visible, we create pictures that we can 
then try to emulate and realize” (p. 294). 
Lastly, the playwright Dr. Amanda Kemp draws from archival material to re-
imagine history through her plays. One of Kemp’s plays, Show Me the Franklins!, took 
inspiration from a letter between Benjamin Franklin and his mother, in which Franklin 
states that he will sell two enslaved African Americans because “we do not like Negro 
servants” (as cited in Kemp & Parrish, 2010, p. 46). Kemp noted that there is no 
documentation to indicate the perspective of the “Negro servants” and therefore she must 
“imagine their thoughts and feelings” (2010, p. 46). Kemp states that “as a scholar-artist, 
as an artist-healer, I see documents as completely necessary and absolutely incomplete… 
I have to both rely on archival materials and resist the ways in which these materials 
typically steal agency and power from African people” (2010, pp. 46-47).  
Outline of Research on Artists and Archives 
 
While artists are clearly engaging with archives, little formal research in the 
Information and Library Science field has been conducted on the topic of artists and 
archives. Of Information and Library Science scholars, Kathy Carbone has written the 
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most extensively on this topic. Holding a Ph.D. in Information Studies and well as 
multiple degrees in Library Science and Dance, Carbone focuses her attention on the 
intersection of archives, contemporary art, and activism. Carbone’s doctoral dissertation, 
Moving Records: Artist Interventions and Activisms in the Archive (2017), for the 
University of California, Los Angeles, is an ethnography on the inaugural artist-in-
residence program at the City of Portland Archives & Records Center (PARC) in 
Portland, Oregon. In an effort to give space to the many different themes that appeared 
from this research, Carbone penned a series of articles on the PARC program. Carbone’s 
Artists in the Archive: An Exploratory Study of the Artist-in-Residence Program at the 
City of Portland Archives & Records Center (2015) focused on the way in which the 
artist Garrick Imatani and poet Kaia Sand responded to PARC’s Police 
Historical/Archival Investigative Files collection. In reinterpreting the records, Sand 
states that they “flip the paranoia,” or the controlling intentions of the police, to provide 
an alternative view of Portland’s history (p. 50). Drawn to the continuous life of records 
and how artists act as a record activation tool, Carbone further analyzed Imatani and 
Sand’s work in Artists and Records: Moving History and Memory (2017) to define 
records as “charged objects” not bound to one particular reality (p. 3). Carbone’s follow 
up articles (2019; 2020) reinforce this theme, arguing for the value of following the 
biographical lifecycle of a record as it shifts over time to better understand the changing 
contexts of history. 
Notably, a small portion of Carbone’s research gave insight into the experience of 
the artists. In her dissertation (2017), as the PARC program was concluding, she asked 
Imatani and Sand about the residency. Sand mentioned that an important part of the 
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residency was that she “continually had conversations about art… [the archive staff 
members] would always have different ideas about art in this very kind of low-key way” 
(p. 191). Imatani also stated that collaboration was key to the project. Because archives 
are a mediated space, one archivist had to understand the details of their art project so 
that the archivist could “do some of the research and groundwork” in order to “make 
those linkages and pull up resources” (p. 192). 
One other scholar wrote on the topic of artists and archives. Lisa A. Lazar (2013), 
former reference librarian at the Thomas & Katherine Detre Library & Archives at the 
Senator John Heinz History Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, gathered and analyzed 
both literature and personal experience to propose three reasons why creative artists 
should use historical society libraries and archives. Lazar’s reasons include: unique 
resources; inspiration; and staff expertise (2013, pp. 266-270). Furthermore, Lazar states 
that “there is a great need for additional research in the history, purpose, and function of 
historical society libraries and archives and on the information needs of all types of 
creative artists” and there should be studies conducted on the topic (2013, p. 266). 
The small amount of other discourse that currently exists are reflections from 
archives on artist programs they held. These reports largely document the process of the 
program, but also mention the archive’s hopes and takeaways from having an artist in 
their space. In describing an artist-in-residency program between artist Ruth Maclennan 
and the Archives Division of the London School of Economics in England, Donnelly 
(2008) saw Maclennan’s presence as chance for the archives to experience “varied 
external influences and experiences in order to stay fresh and enthusiastic” (p. 2). Magee 
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and Waters (2011) felt similarly about the collaboration between the archives at the 
University of Stirling and Glasgow School of Art and Artists. They note:  
This was exciting and the resultant exhibitions gave the archivists the opportunity 
to view familiar items in a new light… The visual impact and, in some instances, 
interactive nature, of the resultant displays helped users to reconsider their views 
on archives, what they are, and how they can be used. (pp. 282-283) 
 
As evidenced, the archive’s staff gains from these programs in the form of perspective 
and outreach opportunities. However, in all of the literature on the topic, the artist’s 
experience as user is largely neglected.  
Archive Users and Artist as User  
 
Archive users as a subject of study for Information and Library Science scholars 
has had a late start and myopic focus. Archive user studies only began to appear in the 
mid-1980s (Rhee, 2015; Sundqvist, 2015). The user studies that did crop up targeted one 
type of user, the academic historian. Rhee (2015) examined archive user studies from 
their inception and found that academic historians, including faculty members, graduate 
students, and undergraduate students, were almost exclusively the focus (p. 34). This is 
underlined by the many user studies that have fixated on the historian as user (Anderson, 
2004; Duff and Johnson, 2002; Tibbo 2003).  
Targeting historians may have led to a user bias against non-traditional users, 
which is defined in this paper as all users other than academic historians. In an article on 
the status of archive users, Widener (1991) states that up until the late 1970s, 
“archivists… perceived the users of these materials as a relatively small, elite group of 
scholars, mainly historians” (p. 1). Duchein (1983), in the opening of a study on obstacles 
to access, use, and transfer of information from archives, puts forth that historians have a 
“particular intellectual training” that have made them the main clientele of archives and 
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therefore the most comfortable user for the archivist (p. 16). Widener notes the same, 
stating that archivists were typically trained as historians, therefore a sense of community 
formed between archivists and historians (1991). Non-traditional users were ignored in 
research. The archival community paid little attention to “the “common man” (“the 
lowest class, in the eyes of many archivists”) who use the archives for non-specialized 
reasons, such as for art research (Widener, 1991, pp. 7-8). Mulligan (2011) confirms how 
little research has been done thus far on non-traditional users in a short piece on student 
artist’s experiences at the archives of the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. 
Mulligan states that artists “present a unique challenge to archivists” and that archivists 
need to “examine the experiences of these non-traditional users” to better understand how 
to help them work with archival materials (p. 49). 
Directly impacted by the focus on historians as archive users is the amount of 
literature on non-traditional archive researchers. In Rhee’s (2015) research, only three of 
the studies examined focused on two groups of non-historians; genealogists and K-12 
users (p. 34). We are left then with a large deficit of archive user studies. Despite the 
long-time relationship between artists and archives, and the recent uptick in programs, so 







Programs for artists are occurring in archives across the United States. While 
these programs have been documented and reviewed by the hosting archive, there has 
been little interest in examining these programs from the viewpoint of the artist. This 
lines up with the lack of research on archive users outside of historians, contributing to a 
marginalization of non-traditional researchers. The deficit of research on the artist as 
archive user necessitates a discussion of how artists experience the archive. This study 
attempts to begin to describe how artists experience the archive to better understand 
artists as archive users and potentially strengthen future collaborations. As this research 
investigates a gap in knowledge, the findings will provide a basic structure from which 













Due to little recognition of artist perspectives as researchers in archives, this 
exploratory research project employed a phenomenographic approach to qualitative 
interviews. Phenomenography is an interpretive research method used to describe, 
analyze, and understand the variation in experience concerning an aspect of the world, 
otherwise referred to as a phenomenon. This research method was developed in the 1970s 
at Göteborg University in Sweden by a group of researchers in the Department of 
Education led by Ference Marton. According to Marton (1981), phenomenography asks 
the researcher to orient themselves towards a “second-order perspective” in order to 
describe the conception of reality people hold about the phenomenon, not the 
phenomenon itself (p. 178). The intention is not to center the person, rather it is to 
understand that the person and the phenomenon are intertwined so that structures can be 
revealed from the various relationships. Therefore, if we understand that the phenomenon 
is the archive where the artist worked, the object of this study is not “What is the 
archive?” instead it is “How did the artist experience the archive?”. 
Phenomenography has precedence in Library and Information Science research. It 
has followed an established trend, almost exclusively used towards understanding 
information literacy (Maybee, 2006; Partridge, Edwards, & Thorpe, 2010). However, 
Wakimoto has successfully used phenomenography towards investigating the experience 
of archives from the perspective of both librarians and archivists (Wakimoto & Bruce, 
2014; Wakimoto & Bruce, 2015; Wakimoto, 2017). Originally established by Bruce’s 
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(1999) determination that attention on the subjective user experience is seen as a 
necessary contribution to Library and Information Science elements, this study utilizes  
Wakimoto and Bruce’s framework (2014; 2015), posing archives as a Library and 
Information Science element deserving of further inquiry. 
Positionality / Researcher Role 
 
My role in this research project is primary investigator. I will be responsible for 
all aspects of the study. Furthermore, my position as researcher could be viewed as an 
insider. During my Master’s education at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, I 
participated in a grant-funded special collections research project targeted at students 
who are also artists. Therefore, I come to the interviews with my own biases on archive 
and artist programing. As a Library and Information Science graduate student, I am 
engaging with readings and hypotheses regarding archives in my schoolwork, so I 
approach this research with assumptions on how archives have traditionally operated. 
Sample / Research Participants 
 
The population I will be studying is artists. The criteria for participants are as 
follows:  
1. Must identify as an artist 
2. Must have completed a United States based archive program where they used 
the archive as research for an art project 
3. The archive must have provided either research or funding support 
 The participants were located solely through online research, relying entirely on 
posted promotional material from the host institution. During my research, I enlisted the 
help of several Librarians and Library Science professionals in identifying these 
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programs so as to fill in gaps that I potentially missed. Once I had a list of programs, I 
selected only the programs that fit my criteria. From there, I built out a spreadsheet to 
further organize relevant information. The spreadsheet consisted of columns listing the 
participating artist, if they identify as an artist, what their program was titled, the 
institution it was held at, if the program explicitly states the artist will be using archival 
material towards research, and if it was funded.  
Once I established this list, I contacted 10 artists through the emails provided on 
their personal websites with a standard recruitment email (Appendix A). I received 
affirmative responses from 3 artists. Sample size in phenomenography normally falls 
between 15 and 20 participants, which will limit the possible depth of the data analysis 
(Limberg, 2008). However, this an exploratory study that does not aim for data 
saturation. Also, a purposeful sample size aligns with the phenomenographic approach as 
it assumes that the phenomena will be experienced in a “relatively limited number of 
qualitatively different ways” (Marton, 1981, p. 181).  Therefore, the small sample size is 
justified. 
Data Collection Method 
 
The data collection phase involved conducting semi-structured one-on-one 
interviews with the three artists. As the artists were spread across the globe, and this 
research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, each interview took place over 
the video service Zoom. The interviews took between 40 minutes to an hour and 15 
minutes and were recorded and then transcribed. Semi-structured interviews are most 
commonly used in phenomenographic studies (Limberg, 2000). Because the object of the 
study is to establish an underlying understanding of the facets of a phenomenon as it 
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appears to different people, additional methods of data collection are not appropriate for 
this study (Bruce, 1999; Limberg, 2000). I adapted existing interview questions from 
Wakimoto & Bruce (2014). The final interview questions were: 
1. Please describe your background and experience with archives 
2. How would you describe archives?  
3. How did you use the archive in your research? 
4. How would you describe your experience working with the archive? 
Strategies for the questions are grounded in phenomenography and are directed 
towards describing the archive as it is experienced by the participant. The interview was 
treated as a space of reflection on the phenomenon for the interviewee where all 
information given is equally valued. The questions are designed so that respondents are 
not artificially constrained in their thinking about archives (Bruce, 1999) and instead 
allow the interviewee to create their own experience without influence. Additional 
questions that occurred during the interview were to elicit detail or for clarification 
purposes.  
Data Analysis Method 
 
As the participants agreed to be recorded over Zoom, I used the Zoom 
transcription service to transcribe the interviews. I performed minor clean-up to finalize 
the transcriptions. I coded the data by hand. I went through multiple iterations of coding 
to allow for intimate familiarization of the interviews which aided in the discovery of 
categories. 
 Following phenomenography principles, the goal during data analysis is to create 
a limited number of categories of description and define the structural relationships 
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between these categories (Limberg, 2000; Limberg, 2008). For the data analysis, I 
modified Wakimoto & Bruce’s (2015) framework. The first step was to create categories 
that describe the collective experience. This was done by identifying useful sections of 
the transcripts, specifically looking for agreement in the experience of the archive. In a 
move away from the Wakimoto & Bruce (2015) framework, I chose not to further break 






Research Quality and Ethical Considerations 
 
Trustworthiness was established through credibility, dependability, transferability, 
and confirmability. Credibility and confirmability were established by stating my 
positionality and relationship to the interviewees and subject of the study. My work is 
grounded in phenomenography, an established research approach to qualitative 
interviews. Moreover, I used Wakimoto & Bruce’s (2015) data analysis instrument that 
was used in phenomenographic studies on archives. The raw data gathered, specifically 
quotes from participants, was used throughout the analysis to aid in credibility and 
dependability. Transferability is present through the thick descriptions used in research 
context, subjects, and methods. An audit trail of my records, such as the interview 
questions, data, codes, and interpretations, record how the study has grown and allow for 
later re-analysis, further ensuring confirmability. 
In terms of ethical considerations, the main potential for harm in this study is 
directed towards the participants. If the artist is identified, their future archive or 
institutional collaborations could be jeopardized. Due to the limited pool of qualified 
subjects, this is a large risk. The threat is diminished by anonymizing the participants and 
assigning them non-identifiable code names that were used in all research documents. 
Identifying information for both the participant and archive have been protected during 
the research process and were destroyed once the research concluded. It should be noted 
that phenomenography is not concerned with individuals but the collective experience, 
therefore borders between participants were abandoned during analysis to focus on 
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conceptions of the phenomenon which should decrease the risk of exposure (Limberg, 
2000). Participants were also asked to sign an Informed Consent Form (Appendix B). 
 This form provided information on the purpose of the study, benefits, risks, and 
confidentiality safeguards so that participants had a complete understanding of the scope 
of the research. Lastly, participants were made aware of the fact that their participation 


















Category 1: Archives are experienced as a collection of inspirational 
records  
 
In this category, archives are experienced a collection of inspirational records. 
This category was formulated during the first half of the interview as the first two 
questions were aimed at establishing the ways in which the artists naturally conceive the 
concept of an archive. It was also noted that the records inspired the artists with a specific 
need to reactivate memory.  
The hallmark of an archive is the presence of saved records. The priority of the 
record was highlighted in the responses of the first interview question (Please describe 
your background and experience with archives). Beyond the institutional archives each of 
the artists brought up, they also pointed to non-traditional archives. One artist (P2) 
anecdotally answered the question by pointing to a previous project of theirs that 
reflected a portrait of a neighborhood. After speaking to an “amazing trove of 
photographs” collected by a resident of the neighborhood, the artist noted that “[the 
photographs] like that aren’t a formal archive” but the fact that someone took the time to 
collect photographs made it akin to an archive (P2). Another artist (P3) said that “I think 
of archives as collections”, bringing up childhood music cassettes and CDs as the first 
sense of what an archive could be. In these instances, the record is the archive. 
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The second question (How would you describe archives?) solidified this conclusion as 
they each stated that the archive had to consist of a group of items. One artist (P2) said, 
“an archive is anything that someone has kept on purpose,” while another artist (P3) said 
that an archive is “a repository or bank of things. And they can be objects, it can be 
information”. Focusing again on the record, another artist (P1) said: 
[Archives] are things that have been accumulated over time. Sometimes it may 
even just be the amount of time that they have been accumulating that makes 
them interesting. And other times there might be a much more narrow focus to 
what has been amassed. 
 
Furthermore, the formality of the record was not a concern. Unlike the last part of 
the definition of ‘archive’, where archives are referred to as non-current records of an 
institution that still retained value, the artists contextualized the records as objects of 
interest. Moments illustrating their conceptions include one artist (P2) speaking of a 
“really cool, really weird open house” where “anybody who has a collection or archive 
can come bring their stuff to this building,” displaying “really weird, funny collections 
ranging from lots of matchbooks to pretty legit collections” to another artist (P1) 
specifically stating that the recordings of conversations from multiple interviews with one 
person for an art project was an “audio archive”. This eliminates two parts of the 
aforementioned three-part definition of ‘archive’; the archive is not an agency or 
building, but simply the records.  
Furthermore, the archive is where inspirational records exist. One artist (P1) 
responded to the initial question by stating that they had been contemplating how to 
define ‘archive’ prior to the interview: 
I thought lot of in advance of speaking to you about what we were going to 
consider an archive. That’s sort of another interesting question to me. Are we 
talking only about established places? Are we talking about less formal 
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collections or institutions? I don't know, I guess I could maybe say a bit about 
everything I would consider an archive that I've been inside. 
 
The artist then stated that their first time working with an archive was when they utilized 
a collection of books at the family home of a friend as inspiration towards an art project. 
The artist continued on to say that every time they worked with a collection of books they 
would argue they’re “sort of working with an archive” because the books, specifically in 
the first project, were a “reflection of [people’s] lives lived up to that point and as 
such, as archives do, reflected time… It was a record of something” (P1). Because the 
books reflected the memory of their owners, which inspired the artist, their collection was 
an archive. Another artist (P3) said that they went into “radio archives to listen to music 
and sort of be inspired by that”. Therefore, the concept of archive to the artist revolves 
around records from which to spark inspiration. 
A feature that was noted in the interviews is the specific type of inspiration artists 
look for in archives; opportunities to reactivate memory. The archival impulse, making 
displaced historical information present, was present in two artists. Upon reflecting on 
why one artist (P2) utilizes archives in their research, they said that they were “drawn to 
the historical artifact and the power of an artifact to kind of open up a world or make it 
make the present feel different in some way”. Another artist (P3) spoke specifically to 
looking for areas they can readdress history through their practice. Speaking to their 
research process when using an archive, the artist (P3) described their thoughts when 
looking at records within an archive: 
And then, from there, my process was sort of like, OK, this is one guy’s 
perspective, but what about the people that he’s talking about who we don’t hear 
from? That activated me as an artist, and also as a student, to say this is why art is 
propaganda because it's usually from the perspective of the maker, which is fine, 
but we're talking history here. And archives.  
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The artist continues on to state that they were inspired by the archival record because it 
“gives me an opportunity as an artist who uses their imagination to imagine the voices of 
others”. Similar to other artists who expressed a need to reactivate memory through the 
archives, these artists were inspired from the same place as the archival impulse. 
Category 2: Archives are experienced as sites of serendipity  
 
Archives are experienced as sites of serendipity. Connecting to the first category 
that established the archive as a collection of inspirational items, the artists defined their 
method of finding inspirational items as browsing. Through browsing, the artists were 
able to have serendipitous moments. Additionally, the manipulated organization 
performed on the inspirational archival material was seen as both a benefit and 
hinderance to serendipity.  
The artists spoke to browsing information seeking habits that allowed them to 
have serendipitous moments. Browsing, as Marchionini (1995) states in an essay on 
browsing strategies, is “an approach to information seeking that is informal and 
opportunistic and depends heavily on the information environment” (p. 100). When 
thinking of the archive as the information environment, the artists described their 
research methods as finding a point of entry that would eventually lead them to useful 
records. One artist (P1) noted their information seeking strategy in the archive: 
My methodology is sometimes a real follow your nose kind of methodology. I 
know a few things I might be looking for, but I’m very, very open to being wildly 
pulled off course. And sometimes it's in these digressions that I have found the 
most interesting material. 
 
Another artist (P3) stated that “archives have been really important to my creative 
practice… A lot of my work basically stems from a particular subject matter or theme 
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that I seek out in an archive and then is inspired from there”. Describing the ways in 
which the archive is beneficial to their information seeking habits, the same artist (P3) 
noted: 
I like to get lost in information. And data even. And I do like forking paths. That 
is, going in with an intention to find one thing and being open to that leading you 
to other things, either through just typing in a specific keyword or time period or 
speaking with the curator and having a conversation. 
 
Lastly, one artist (P2) recognized that browsing was an important research strategy for 
them personally. This artist brought up an archive that was “really amazing” because the 
sorting order becomes a “pretty engaging way to browse”. Following this thought, the 
same artist (P2) suggested an imaginary scenario they wished to see in an archive, where 
serendipitous moments could be collated “on a website or… bulletin board” and would 
be easier to come across: 
You just sort of feel like there's probably so many things that we’re like, oh, that 
has nothing to do with my research topic, but it's kind of an amazing object that 
people encounter every day. Especially in a gigantic archive… there's more 
documents there then a person could ever in their lifetime look at, but a million 
people who pass through there every day probably looked at every 
document. And if those people had a place to set aside or make a little marker, 
like, here's something very cool, I feel that kind of thing would be a really 
interesting aspect of an archive that I don’t feel I've seen implemented anywhere. 
 
Because browsing was the main information seeking habit of the artists 
interviewed, the organization of the archive was another prominent experience. One 
feature that influenced the experience of the records was manipulated organization. As 
the participants all worked within institutional archives for their projects, their archive 
experience was one of interaction with records that are consistently maintained. This 
organization is considered manipulated in the context of this paper because the artists 
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each perceived of an organization performed by the institution. This organization could 
be either beneficial or detrimental to the artist’s information seeking habits.  
To one artist (P2), the structure of items brought a deeper understanding of the 
records: “I like being able to see things in some sort quasi-arbitrary order. If it's 
chronological or if it's just by person or something like that, I feel you get a richer sense 
of what world the document lived in”. Another artist (P3) also found that some structure 
was useful, as it created an entry point for browsing and running across unexpected 
items: 
…so that was also just interesting because I went through boxes and boxes of 
[objects]. The early, early stuff was by time and then the later stuff was more 
by state. I'd be looking at all the [objects] for Maryland or all the [objects] 
from Alabama, et cetera. That was pretty cool because I didn't know what I 
would get. 
 
The organization of objects could also be a barrier to access. One artist (P1) found the 
structure of organization at their institution to be too confusing to navigate: 
I do remember feeling like the kind of whole system of how you had to reserve 
and call up documents and all of that was really, really tedious and sort 
of bewildering there to me. I don't know, I can't imagine how much stuff they 
must have to try to keep track of and it's probably an ingenious system, but I do 
remember feeling at least there was a bit of dread around kind of, oh god, I have 
to go use that weird system again. 
 
These conflicting accounts, where manipulated organization is helpful and adverse, 
suggests that organization highly influences the ability to have serendipitous moments 
while information seeking.  
Category 3: Archives are experienced as sites of experts  
 
In this last category, the archive is experienced as a site where experts with 
knowledge on the archive’s space, organization, records, and subject matter gather. Tying 
into the above categories, the artist’s ability to find inspirational items and have 
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serendipitous experiences is highly affected by the experts. These experts are considered 
to be a necessity to the research process for the artists, determining the breadth and depth 
of the information they gather. As these experts can be their only way into a collection, it 
is also important for the artist to have good dialog with the expert or else their research 
experience can lack. 
The expert’s knowledge makes for a more meaningful research experience at the 
archive. Experts were defined by the artists as both the archive’s staff and scholars. The 
scholars referred to in this paper came as part of the project’s research support team, were 
researching the archive at the same time as the artist, or were further sought out by the 
artist. Each artist expressed the importance of the expert’s knowledge to help them find 
inspirational records. One artist (P3) said: “Because [the curator is] so knowledgeable of 
what ephemera or what objects or whatever it might be they have in the collection, then I 
think it really can open things up”. Another artist (P2) said: 
But the places where I think it gets interesting is when they have scholars there 
and there's a person there who was able to walk all the artists through all the 
different editions of [topic]. They really knew all these interesting things about 
them. 
 
This artist also noted the importance of the staff outside of the archive, but part of the 
larger institution, who had tangential knowledge that helped bulk up the artist’s 
information environment. They (P2) stated: 
…the gardeners tend to those plants and know every single one of them and they 
can also answer [questions]. My most interesting experiences of the [archive] 
were probably talking to the gardeners who would just walk me through and be 
like, oh yeah, this plant relates to this and it's about that. 
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Similarly, another artist (P3) found that the presence of experts beneficial because they 
could have conversations about their research and through these conversations gain 
unexpected information resources. This artist (P3) said:  
It was just really helpful to just have conversations with the staff at the [archive] 
and them being so open and forthcoming of like, so what are you thinking? Here's 
a secondary source you can actually read to help give you more context on this 
thing that might help you. In many ways, even though I came to the conclusion 
of what the creative production would be based on the research, there's no way 
that I could have come to that without my peers of other researchers and the staff 
at [archive]. 
 
The experts, specifically the archive’s staff, are necessary for finding information 
because they understand the ways archives are organized. As mentioned above, archives 
are also recognized as sites of manipulated organization of the record. The archivist then 
acts as the navigator. When asked if there was anything at the archive that made for a 
challenging research experience, one artist (P1) noted the confusion they had using the 
collection management system. Their dislike of the system led to an inability to browse, 
which meant they had to rely entirely on the archive’s staff to find records. They (P1) 
said:  
When I think about [the system] now, what comes to mind are sort of very 
lengthy descriptions of each of these holdings. So, it would be you'd have to wade 
through a ton of language to kind of understand, for me anyways, a lay person, to 
kind of know what the thing even was… I really did need guidance there to find 
my way to things. I have to say I probably didn't find anything on my own. I think 
it wasn't an experience of sort of browsing and bumping into stuff at all, but 
rather talking about the kinds of things I was after and having them, the people 
who really knew, interpret those desires and bring me things to look at.   
 
Another artist also found that the experts were mediating their serendipitous experiences. 
This is exemplified in this quote from one artist (P2) where they describe the organization 
of the archive and how their experience researching was improved by the knowledge of 
experts: 
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But it is something where the way it was grouped, there's over 100 boxes and 
they're just sort of alphabetical by the name of the [topic], and so it's kind of 
torturous to go through it because you're just sort of looking at one 
box and another box and you don't have any particularly exciting feeling of 
leafing through it. But then, at some point, [the archive’s staff] was like, oh, and 
then there's also this weird, miscellaneous, uncatalogued section we can just bring 
out to you in a private room. And then it becomes really fun to just kind of pour 
through all this stuff at once, if that makes sense, and you sort of see interesting 
connections. And I feel like that can be a really different experience. 
 
In this way, the archivist negotiated the organization of the archive for the artist and 
ultimately created the information environment where the artist could browse and have 
serendipitous, connective moments. Therefore, their relationships with the experts was of 
critical importance for research. 
For the majority of the time, the artists reported positive experiences with the 
archive’s staff. One artist (P1) said: “I would say they were an amazing institution to 
work with. [On] the archives side of things, [the archive staff] were very, 
very forthcoming and helpful and I did feel trusted. I felt like they really valued having 
an artist in there.” Another artist (P2) said: 
In my experience, a lot of times people in archives are pretty excited to talk to the 
public or have a real authentic question to work with, so they put a lot of energy 
into it. If you're like, I'm looking for anything about this, they’ll be like, great, I 
spent all day looking for this thing and here's what I found out. I think that's 
awesome. I love those kinds of interactions. 
 
Another artist (P3) said: “I don't know, I think a lot of times there's pretty 
traditional methodologies and ways to do research, so she was really excited and 
supportive of me exploring that archive in a way that felt good to me”.  
However, archivists have also been experienced as gatekeepers. The artists can be 
blocked from access by staff and report feeling that it has to do with their profession. One 
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artist (P1) felt information was withheld from them at an institution they reached out to 
and wondered if it could have been because they are not a traditional researcher: 
I started to feel a little bit like the museum's attitude towards my project was, 
ugh, you know, it's some artist who wants something… But it was 
very frustrating. I felt like I was sort of being kept from something that was so 
important to me and that they were really halfhearted about. I don't know, had I 
been not an artist, I wonder. If I had been a [topic] historian of some renown, who 
knows. I don't know, I wonder. I wonder what they would have sort of thought or 
how they would have approached this differently. 
 
Furthermore, this same artist (P1) relayed feeling unsure of their place in the archive: 
 
…I think that there have been many times when I've been in an archive and, 
perhaps sometimes it's even as concrete as I’m sitting in the reading room with 
everybody else at all the long tables and everyone with their books on cradles 
and little sand bags and everything, and I sort of wonder, are the historians being 
given the same sort of treatment as me? Are we all seen here as sort of equally 
valid citizens of this little archive planet? 
 
One artist (P3) explained that there is a difference between the research processes and 
output of scholars versus artists. They (P3) noted that a level of respect is still lacking on 
the part of the archive as to how artists produce research:  
As artists, and as academia is starting to embrace artists more, remembering 
that this is labor, this is also intellectual inquiry [is important]. And I always 
say that it's scholarship. Although it may not end up as a book or a dissertation, it 
can greatly contribute to society, to public scholarship, and public 
history. And, again, there's ways of knowing. Some of my work, I would argue, is 
the same thing as reading a longer format of an essay, it's just in visuals or it's 
just in sound. 
 
One of the artists (P1) said that it was beneficial for them to explain their research 
methodologies in a presentation before they entered into the program to start off on the 
right foot with the archive’s staff. The artist notes feeling that staff could block them 
from certain parts of the archive. As the artist (P1) stated:  
I feel like with every one of these [archive-based programs] there's a first research 
phase for me; what are [the archive’s staff] like in terms of how accessible they 
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really want to make things? Where are the no fly zones where I shouldn't bother, I 
shouldn't waste my energy, because they're just going to say no?  
 
In these ways, the archive is a site of experts who greatly impact the research 
process of the artist, wielding their power to either open up or block off the archive. 
Ultimately, due to the artist’s information seeking habits and the potential for biases 
against artists, research for the artist may not even be possible in an archive without an 
expert. 
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Impact, Limitations, and Conclusions 
 
Employing a phenomenographic approach to qualitative interviews, this study 
explored the ways in which artists experience the archive. By utilizing one-on-one 
interviews with three artists who participated in archive based programs, this study 
attempts to begin to describe the varying ways that artists perceive of and use archives. 
Participants in this study focused on the record as proxy for the archive. If the archive can 
either be a heap of objects at a garage sale or an organized collection of documents in 
boxes, then artists apply their own meaning to records. Archives are seen as 
environments where artists can utilize their browsing information seeking habits towards 
serendipitous finds. When working with institutional archives, artists have adapted to 
work around and with the manipulated organization of the archive through utilizing 
experts. The artists outsource their browsing seeking habits by leaning, sometimes 
entirely, on the archival staff, scholars, and researchers to find inspirational records for 
them.  
The findings from this study could impact archives. The research has the potential 
to influence current and future artist and archive programs as it asks archives to evaluate 
themselves through the eyes of artists. My hope is that the archivists and archive staff 
who participate in these programs will reflect on the artist’s experiences and feelings to 
create a more equitable research space. 
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One artist (P3) brought up three recommendations for future archive and artist 
programs. The first recommendation focused on the value of digitized records. Digitized 
records were important as a form of entry to the archive. As the artist (P3) stated: 
But [the catalog] was also just really helpful as a visual person and artist, to sort 
of have a bunch of images around a certain theme to look through that they've  
been working to digitize. And then it was like, now can we actually pull this 
object so that I can look at it closely? 
 
Additionally, as this artist creates visual artwork, high quality digitized records were used 
for remixing purposes. Lastly, digitized records were also important because they 
provided a point of access for the artists once the program ended. According to the artist 
(P3), as they continue to work on their art project, they “need to access [records] again or 
find new ones that have been digitized that I wasn't able to look at while I was physically 
in the space”.   
 The second recommendation was to allow the artists access to other archives and 
digital archives. This artist (P3) said: 
…when you were [part of the archive program] there, it also gives you access to 
other archives and digital archives, newspaper archives and stuff, which 
was really also important for me just to have access to other archives that usually 
you don't have access to… 
 
Lastly, the third recommendation focused on funding. This artist (P3) articulated a 
difference in research output that has not so far been recognized in these programs in 
terms of funding. On this topic, they (P3) stated: 
… it would have made a big difference if I had funding for not only the time that I 
spent in the archives, which even that was like, you know, I made it work, but, the 
making part. I think that's the other thing to think about in these opportunities in 
the future for artists. It’s really different to be a scholar and do some research 
and write as opposed to being an artist who does some research and then the 
means of production are actually expensive or they cost more. It costs a lot to [do 
specific form of art]. Or if you're sculpting, if you're painting, to get those 
materials or to have access to the facilities, to make that happen. And that's sort of 
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the next step that was really difficult because, while I had this whole community 
in terms of research, once I got to the making part it was like, I can keep them 
posted on what I'm working on, but this is it. [From the archive’s perspective it 
felt like they were telling me,] now you have the information, what you do 
beyond this, let us know, but we're not going to continue to be in conversation. 
 
As the production of art is what the artist has to show as evidence of credibility in order 
to gain further employment opportunities in archives or otherwise, the most important 
part of the program for them is potentially misunderstood by the program coordinators. 
This artist suggested a way to transform the approach to funding for artists in these 
programs. They (P3) said that perhaps it could be “a two-part thing”. The first part of the 
program would consist of the artist conducting research in the archive, gathering 
inspiration and information. This would be partially funded. The artist then deliberates on 
what creative output the research would culminate in and comes back to the archive with 
a specific art project. At that point, they can apply for additional funding to create said art 
project. 
Further studies should continue to build onto the underdeveloped area of artists as 
archive users. Some areas of interest might include: information seeking habits of artists 
in archives; a deeper understanding of how organization affects the browsing experience 
of artists in archives; the differences an artist has researching at an institutional archive 
versus an informal archive; the impact of the archivist mediating the artist’s research 
process; and defining the artist’s emotional landscape when using archives. Future 
research should be conducted with a larger sample size to more fully describe variations 
of experience. Future research might also explore how the results of this study impact 
archive and artist collaborations. 
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There are several limitations and delimitations of this study. As mentioned before, 
the sample size is small. This is due to time constraints, ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 
and the limited pool of qualified subjects. As I asked the participants to recall past 
experiences, which were potentially several years ago, I am relying on my interviewee’s 
imperfect memories. Similarly, as I was the sole investigator, both the quality of the data 
collected during the interviews as well as the analysis were dependent on my own ability. 
While archives may offer different programs for artists, programs that do not actively 
recruit and support artists, either with research or funding, were outside of my scope. 
Additionally, artists may organize their own programs at archives, but these programs 
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Appendix A. Recruitment Email 
 
Dear [Potential interviewee name], 
 
My name is Lulu Zilinskas and I am a master’s student in Library Science at the School 
of Information and Library Science at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. I am 
writing to request your participation in an interview as part of a research study about 
artists using archives. You are eligible to be in this study because you have completed an 
[insert archive based creative program] at [archive] where you used the archives as 
research for an art project. I found out about your involvement in [creative program] from 
[announcement detailing creative program and participants from the archive who hosted 
prior mentioned program]. 
 
This research study is my master’s paper, which will be completed at the end of the 
Spring 2021 school year. Its purpose is to explore how and why artists use archives.  
Research will take place through a series of interviews with artists who have undergone 
similar programs to the one you participated in.  
 
Interviews will last approximately 30 to 60 minutes and will take place over Zoom at a 
time that is convenient to you. I would like to audio/video record the interview to ensure 
fidelity and properly quote you, but, if you prefer not to use Zoom or would rather only 
be audio recorded, we can discuss other options such as phone or email.  
 
In writing up the study, all identifying information will be redacted and your information 
will be anonymized. 
 
This is completely voluntary. If you are interested in participating in this research study, 
please call or email me and I can provide further information, including details of this 
study’s goals, methodology, and means for protecting your rights and privacy. I can be 
reached at [phone number] or at luluz19@live.unc.edu. 
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Appendix B. Informed Consent Form 
 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Research Information Sheet 
IRB Study #: 20-3298 
Principal Investigator: Lulu Zilinskas 
 
Archives are hosting creative programs, such as artist-in-residencies and artist 
fellowships, but are lacking reflective insight on how archives are understood from the 
artist’s perspective. The purpose of this research study is to explore how and why artists 
use archives towards their research. You are being asked to take part in this study because 
you have completed an archive based creative program where you used the archives as 
research for an art project.  
 
Being in a research study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to be in this 
research study. You can also say yes now and change your mind later. You may 
withdraw from the study at any time even after providing consent to participate.  
 
If you agree to take part in this research, you will be asked to participate in an interview 
that will be recorded with audio and video. Your participation in this study will take 
about thirty to sixty minutes. We expect that three people will take part in this research 
study. Direct benefits are not expected from taking part in this research study, but your 
participation will contribute to a better understanding of how archives can better serve 
artist researchers. 
 
The possible risks to you in taking part in this research are: 
 This study is not expected to contribute to psychological, social, economic, legal, 
or physical risks for study participants.  
 However, due to the relatively limited number of artists who have participated in 
creative programs in archives, there may be a risk of disclosing your identity 
through deductive reasoning of the study’s findings. 
 
To protect your identity as a research subject,  
 The only person with access to personally identifiable information data will be 
the researcher. 
 The researcher will not share your information with anyone. 
 The collected interview data will not be stored alongside or directly associated 
with your name. 
 All digital audio and video recordings of interviews will be retained on the 
researcher’s password-protected personal computer during the course of the 
study. 
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 All digital audio and video recordings of interviews will be destroyed by May 1, 
2021. 
 In any publication of the research, your name or other private information will 
not be used. 
 
If you have any questions about this research, please contact the Investigator named at 
the top of this form by calling 310-908-4766 or emailing luluz19@live.unc.edu. If you 
have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the 
UNC Institutional Review Board at 919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 
 
As described above, you will be audio and video recorded during the interview. 
Recordings and transcripts will be used for data analysis only. Initial the space below if 
you consent to the use of audio and video recordings as described. 
 
 I agree to the use of audio and video recording ____ 
 I do not agree to the use of audio and video recording ____ 
 
I have had the opportunity to read and consider the information in this form. I have asked 
any questions necessary to make a decision about my participation. I understand that I 
can ask additional questions throughout my participation. I understand that by signing 
below, I volunteer to participate in this research. I understand that I am not waiving any 
legal rights. I have been provided with a copy of this consent form. I understand that if 
my ability to consent or assent for myself changes, either I or my legal representative 
may be asked to reconsent prior to my continued participation in this study. 
 
Name of Participant _______________________ 
Signature of Participant _______________________ 
Date _______________________ 
 
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of their questions. I 
believe that they understand the information described in this consent form and freely 
consents to participate.  
 
Name of Researcher _______________________ 
Signature of Researcher _______________________ 
Date _______________________ 
